In some ways it is comforting that Mesoamerican archaeologists, especially Mayanists, return time and again to the same topics of investigation. Perhaps it is the embarrassment of riches we steward, the complex architecture and breathtaking art of Classic urban centers. Perhaps we are too overwhelmed with the task of cataloging this amazing inventory of material culture to venture far from the central questions of research that have characterized our discipline from its inception. As our archaeological colleagues in North America or Europe strive to squeeze data from a less urbane material record, they are forced to create bridging theories and explore new areas of inquiry, slippery topics for the archaeologist such as identity or colonialism.
Not Mayanists (or most Mesoamericanists), though. Perfectly content to continue digging the astounding urban capitals and outlying settlements of the long and complex Classic period, we astound even ourselves with each passing field season. Fortunately, when we do return to the central questions of our region, we often do so with significantly enhanced data, and this is true of the three edited volumes under consideration in this review. All three are twenty-first-century examinations of central questions in Mesoamerican archaeology: What was the nature of contact and interaction throughout prehistoric Mesoamerica, and what does monumental architecture tell us about a culture? In neither case are the questions new, but all three volumes are substantial new additions to the literature that contribute method, data, and even some theory to these intellectual quests of some historic importance.
The Maya and Teotihuacan aggressively assails its paternal heritage by stating in the Introduction that theories of the 1970s and 1980s that posited Teotihuacan as the prime mover behind southern Mesoamerica (especially Maya) state development are plain wrong. Geoffrey Braswell uses his Introduction very effectively to review the history of studies of both the ancient central Mexican capital and the appearance of so-called Teotihuacanoid features at Maya centers. In the twenty-first century, the Early Classic Maya are active participants in an information exchange that is multidirectional and regionally specific. Braswell and some of the other contributors characterize the field of Mayanist archeology as split in two. ''Externalists'' are those who see Teotihuacan as the dominant force throughout Mesoamerica in the Early Classic and interpret the material evidence associated with the urban giant as indication of invasion or colonization. Those who focus on the magnetic force of Teotihuacan's trading economy fall into this camp. Then there are the ''internalists,'' made famous by the late Linda Schele, who saw the process from a Maya-centric perspective and emphasized the appropriation of select central Mexican elements into a strong Maya cultural tradition. Braswell is correct in his observation that the internalist perspective is dominant in the field now, although the pendulum is sure to swing back toward Teotihuacan imperialism. Some authors attempt to move beyond this dichotomy to a more nuanced model that accounts for regional specifics, historical particulars, and the other major forces in Early Classic Mesoamerica, such as the early states of Oaxaca and the less well known Gulf coast region. If there is anything missing in The Maya and Teotihuacan, it is more attention to these other players, although this lacuna is noted by the editor.
There is important new data presented in The Maya and Teotihuacan, which is sure to make this volume indispensable for anyone working on the Early Classic period. Frederick Bove and Sonia Medrano Busto report on very significant excavations in the region of Pacific Guatemala, specifically the sites of Balberta and Montana, and conclude that hierarchical evolution was well underway before the arrival of a central Mexican presence, although there is substantial evidence for a violent and forcible incorporation of the region into a Teotihuacan-centered polity. Two chapters follow (of four written by the editor!) on the crucially important but still poorly understood site of Kaminaljuyu, in which Braswell concludes the chronological relationship between Teo, KJ, and Tikal cannot yet be resolved for certain. Robert Sharer's chapter on Copan is the definitive statement on K'inich Yaax K'uk' Mo', the ruler of Copan once thought to have come from Teotihuacan, but now thought to be from the Peten. Three chapters on Tikal follow, each doing its part to place the relatively scant archaeological evidence suggestive of Teotihuacan's presence into broader context, leaving the reader with the conclusion that, as Juan Pedro Laporte says, ''it is unlikely that the aesthetic advances of the Early Classic periodincluding experimentation with and adoption of the talud-tablero were derived from a single intellectual center' ' (206) . Laporte makes other very significant contributions in his chapter, including the demonstration that the talud-tablero (a signature of Teotihuacan presence for the old school) appeared two hundred years earlier at Tikal than at Teotihuacan and that the Maya architectural form known as the E-Group appears to have been adopted at Teotihuacan in the Ciudadela structure. Chapters 9 and 10, on Altun Ha and Oxkintok, respectively, both attempt to show that locals were copying signature elements of Teotihuacan style throughout the Maya lowlands. In this volume, such evidence is not interpreted as the material reflection of invasion but as isolated appropriations of elite paraphernalia. The Oxkintok material is very important, but greater effort could have been made to place these materials into the broader context of the Early Classic northern lowlands by reference to comparable data from Dzibilchaltun, Yaxuna, or Chunchucmil. One of the most exciting chapters in The Maya and Teotihuacan is Karl Taube's examination of the Tetitla murals at Teotihuacan. As usual, Taube deftly identifies elements of both Maya and central Mexican symbolic systems used in the murals and concludes that the Teotihuacanos (like the revisioned Maya) were conversant with the stylistic conventions of their neighbors and were not afraid to show it. Summary chapters by George Cowgill and Joyce Marcus conclude the volume. Cowgill's chapter is a particularly useful discussion of the current Teotihuacan chronology, and he makes characteristically erudite observations on directions for future research. Hint-he calls for more excavations.
When Mayanists are not thinking about invasion and central Mexico, they think about pyramids, palaces, and occasionally housemounds. Maya Palaces and Elite Residences is a strong new contribution to the vast litera-ture on monumental construction during the Classic period. The twentyfirst-century twist here is an explicit orientation toward multidisciplinarity, and the contributors to this volume draw heavily on archaeology, ethnography, epigraphy, history, and iconographic analysis. This has become the characteristic approach of Mayanists to elite culture, the so-called conjunctive approach that marshals all the rich threads toward a single interpretive end, and this volume is a good example of the state of the field. In her recounting of the long and illustrious history of palace studies, the editor Jessica Julie Christie acknowledges a current trend to return to elite cultural arenas, a ''palace activism'' she calls it, evidenced by the recent slew of edited volumes on the topic. In Christie's volume, as in some other recent literature, the concept of the ''palace'' has been problematized and redefined as scholars struggle with little artifactual evidence of activities either residential or political, beyond the scale and location of these buildings.
Like the first volume discussed above, Maya Palaces and Elite Residences includes crucially important new data from key projects conducted over the last ten years. Palaces from every corner of the Maya lowlands are described; from Blue Creek to Tikal, from Dos Pilas to Yaxuna. Two chapters are devoted to Copan, one by Loa Traxler on the Early Classic adobe courtyard groups of the Acropolis, another by Will Andrews and students on the Late Classic El Cemetario area palaces. Andrews et al. make the interesting suggestion that iconographic elements on structure 10L-41B suggest the structure may have been a Classic period men's house for residential purposes during military training. Such structures are known in the ethnohistoric literature and are beginning to be tentatively identified in archaeological contexts throughout the lowlands. Arthur Demarest and crew take as their point of examination the intersection between the assumed public and private functions of palace structures. Making an argument that the upstart elites of Dos Pilas needed legitimization wherever they could find it, Demarest et al. suggest that features of the natural landscape, such as springs and caves, were deliberately incorporated into the elite architectural corpus of the Murcielagos complex. Rodrigo Liendo Stuardo's study of access patterns is innovative, as is James Ambrosino's chapter on the 6F-68 palace at Yaxuna. Ambrosino makes a significant methodological contribution in his description of fine-grained excavations of palace termination deposits at Yaxuna and in his equally careful analysis of the ceramic and artifactual materials from this deposit. Christie's conclusion is a useful summary of the data presented in the volume, with additional examples organized into a discussion of form, location, and function. The reader is left wishing that her final section, ''What palaces can tell us,'' were more than two pages long and that it pushed harder at some of the widely accepted conventions in use.
The final new look at an old dog is really quite brilliant. The Postclassic Mesoamerican World is an ambitious and successful reappraisal of the period from the fall of Teotihuacan to the arrival of the Spanish. The editors argue in their Introduction that the many different areas and regions of Mesoamerica were strongly linked during this period of cultural transformation by mutual participation in an economic system based on greater levels of exchange and social integration. Michael E. Smith and Frances F. Berdan do a masterful job of identifying key characteristics of what they call ''macroregional linkages,'' or networks of cultural contact and change during the Postclassic. This list includes well-known features, such as increased long-distance trade, but the authors pay close attention also to such things as the ''information network,'' or the symbolic exchange of calendrical and sacred knowledge between elite forms of media, such as murals and codices. Smith and Berdan, and later important chapters by John M. D. Pohl and Elizabeth Boone, draw on art historical analyses to show how these forms of information exchange linked elites across regions to create alliances and cultural bilingualism.
The contributors share an interest in world systems theory, broadly defined, but employ these concepts judiciously enough that rich archaeological data from Postclassic cultures is never overwhelmed by heavyhanded theory. In a large number of short chapters organized into sections dedicated to different networking systems (polities, economics, information, etc.), scholars working throughout Mesoamerica contribute concise summaries of key sites, regions, or characteristics of each network. A limited number of contributors (many scholars are responsible for more than one chapter) lends an even and consistent tone to the volume that is also demonstrated in the excellent introduction and summary sections.
In the section on polities, of the eleven chapters that describe areas from Yucatan to Xoconochco to the Aztec borderlands, the contribution by Susan Kepecs and Marilyn A. Masson does a particularly good job of summarizing recent advances and reinterpretations of ethnohistoric documents by Sergio Gonzalez and Tsubasa Okoshi concerning political organization. In a seamless description of political evolution in Yucatan from Mayapan to Spanish arrival, Kepecs and Masson explain the complexity of fluid batabils, or central places with associated dependencies, that characterized much of the Yucatecan landscape. In the eight-chapter section on economies, Janine Gasco and Frances Berdan propose a model of ''international trade centers'' to replace the very threadbare concept of the portof-trade. Gasco and Berdan surveyed the literature on Postclassic trading centers throughout Mesoamerica, and in a useful comparison of these centers they conclude that commercial functions were only loosely tied to the state and that the political roles of such centers were subsumed by their economic functions. The section on information networks includes five chapters, and in one, Marilyn A. Masson updates much earlier studies of the influence of central Mexican iconography on the Postclassic murals of the northern Maya lowlands. Paralleling some of the perspectival trends noted in The Maya and Teotihuacan, Masson suggests that the ''iconographic content of the murals derives from Maya culture' ' (194) and cultural connections throughout Mesoamerica in the Postclassic, especially among elites, dictated the use of an international symbol system as an act of social legitimization. Finally, the section presenting nine case studies contains important new data reported from the Lake Patzcuaro basin in the Tarascan area, Morelos, and the Maya region of Chikinchel in Yucatan, among many other better-known regions. There are many fascinating chapters in The Postclassic Mesoamerican World-I have touched on only a few of interest to this reader.
These three volumes demonstrate that although Mesoamerican archaeologists return time and again to many of the same perplexing questions, we do so in inventive and productive ways. Significant interpretive shifts have occurred in the field that allow for more subtle and complex models of cultural interaction than previous scholars envisioned. Each of these books is sure to become essential reading for scholars of ancient Mesoamerica.
